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ABSTRACT: In this paper I shall examine Ralph Johnson’s concept of argumentation practice. He 
provides the following three desiderata for a critical practice: (1) It is teleological, (2) it is dialectical, 
and (3) it is manifestly rational. I shall argue that Johnson’s preferred definition of practice – which is 
MacIntyre’s concept of practice as human activity with internal goods accessible through participation 
in that same activity – does not satisfy his desiderata. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Argumentation practice, broadly speaking, comprises a social activity of constructing, 
presenting, responding to, disagreeing with, criticizing, and revising arguments. It 
concerns, for example, the way dissensus is dealt with, and it concerns presentational 
modes.  
The concept of practice is widely employed in many different fields and 
professions.  Sometimes the concept is treated as a self-evident term in no need of 
definition; especially, I think, when the commonsensical connotation of ‘doing 
something’ is sufficient. On the other hand, even a brief inquiry into the concept of 
practice reveals it as a difficult concept to define. Perhaps for this reason, it is not 
uncommon to conduct discussions about practice by providing concrete examples of it 
rather than providing a holistic or comprehensive definition or characterization that 
can subsume a whole range of examples.  
Wilfred Carr (1995), speaking about education, says that “’Practice’ has such a 
plethora of meaning that the search for criteria which can provide our concept of 
educational practice with some kind of definitive meaning presupposes that it has a 
unity and simplicity which it patently does not” (p.64). It may seem odd to include a 
philosopher of education in a discussion about argumentation practice, but there are 
some reasons for it. This paper is about Ralph Johnson’s concept of practice, and 
there are some interesting parallels to be explored between the practice of teaching 
and the practice of argumentation. First, Johnson and Carr adopt the same concept of 
practice, namely Alasdair MacIntyre’s (MacIntyre 1996). Furthermore, MacIntyre’s 
concept has spawned a debate among philosophers of education about the nature of 
teaching and the applicability of ‘practice’, a debate which might shed some light on 
our current topic.     
In his book Manifest Rationality (2000), Johnson provides three desiderata for 
argumentation (or critical) practice. That is, he attempts precisely such a holistic, 
comprehensive characterization that I suggested above may be difficult to achieve, but 
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which would be very welcome. His proposed desiderata for argumentation practice 
are: 1) It is teleological; 2) it is dialectical; and 3) it is manifestly rational. I shall not 
inquire into whether these are or should be the (most) salient features of 
argumentation practice, or whether these desiderata taken together cover all or most 
examples of argumentation practice. Rather, I shall investigate the degree to which 
Johnson’s preferred definition of practice actually accommodates his desiderata. As 
already said, Johnson adopts Alasdair MacIntyre’s concept of practice. This is a 
highly complex and abstract definition that is widely accepted, but I shall argue that it 
does not provide Johnson with what he wants from a concept of practice.  
I shall substantiate my claim in the following manner: First, I shall present 
Johnson’s description of argumentation practice. Second, I shall juxtapose 
MacIntyre’s concept of practice with argumentation practice such as it has been laid 
out. I shall in my discussion concentrate on the issues of internal goods, teleology and 
poiesis to argue that MacIntyre’s ‘practice’ does not accommodate Johnson’s 
desiderata. 
 
2. JOHNSON’S CHARACTERIZATION OF ARGUMENTATION PRACTICE 
 
Johnson’s argument for his characterization of argumentation is very thorough, it is 
quite complex because it among other things involves a composite theory of 
argument; and his views are developed in great detail. He also has a broad perspective 
on argumentation practice; he places it both in culture and in society and insists on its 
cultural usefulness and importance.  
I begin my account by citing Johnson’s conclusion, which is as follows, 
 
Because argumentation is a teleological practice that aims at rational persuasion, it must be 
dialectical; because argumentation is both rational and dialectical, it must be manifestly 
rational (2000, p.164). 
 
 The road leading to this conclusion begins with situating argumentation as a 
cultural practice. The practice of argumentation is a “sociocultural activity of 
constructing, presenting, interpreting, criticizing, and revising arguments” (p.12). 
Such an activity must be understood as cultural; it takes place within the network of 
customs, ideas, habits and activities of the broader society. The practice of 
argumentation comprises four basic “elements”; the process, the arguer, the other, and 
the product which is the argument. This practice as a whole, as an enterprise, has three 
basic features, given in the conclusion above. 
  The first feature or desideratum of practice is teleology. By describing 
argumentation practice as teleological, Johnson simply means that it is goal-directed. 
Ordinarily ‘teleology’ indicates phenomena which exhibit order, design, purposes, 
ends, tendencies or direction, but Johnson does not endow his use of the word with 
any metaphysical assumptions. The teleological character of argumentation means 
that it helps us achieve many different goals, among them rational persuasion, inquiry, 
decision-making and justification. It is Johnson’s overall pragmatic approach that 
makes it reasonable to construe teleology as the first of the three desiderata, because 
such an approach begins by inquiring after the purpose of a given activity. And while, 
as we have seen, argumentation serves many functions, there is one function that 
stands out: “But pre-eminent among them is the function of persuading someone […] 
of the truth of something […] by reasoning, by producing a set of reasons whose 
function is to lead that person rationally to accept the claim in question” (p.149). 
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 This formulation of the telos of argumentation points in two directions: to a set 
of reasons or evidence for the claim, and to a recipient of the argument; an Other. 
Arguments, on Johnson’s view, thus have two tiers. The first is the illative core of the 
argument; the second is the dialectical tier. Often arguments consist of the first tier 
only; that is, they present reasons or arguments to support a conclusion. Johnson 
discusses in some detail several criteria for evaluation of the illative core of an 
argument (p.190ff). But for my purposes here the dialectical tier is of greater interest, 
since it is one of the desiderata.  
 The dialectical tier is required because the arguer’s purpose is rational 
persuasion. The Others should not be easily won over to the arguer’s point of view, 
they may argue back: “If the arguer does not deal with the objections and criticisms, 
then to a degree, the argument is not going to satisfy the dictates of rationality” 
(p.160). This does not imply that there will always be at least two people present, but 
that the arguer deals with objections and criticisms that may already be well known, 
or can be anticipated. A process of arguing, Johnson points out, is a type of exchange 
that has its own mode of temporality; it can go on for ages. Such processes also 
include by their very nature responses from other arguers. In principle, any arguer 
agrees to take feedback and criticism and treat it seriously:  
 
If (as is likely) the arguer now modifies that argument as a result of the intervention by the 
Other, the result is an improved product – a better argument. The intervention of the Other is 
thereby seen to lead to the improvement of the product. It has become a better argument, a 
more rational product (p.161). 
 
 Just as for the illative core, there is a discussion about various criteria for the 
dialectical tier (p.206ff).  
 An argument is minimally an exercise in rationality. Argumentation depends 
on rationality; exhibits it and increases it. In the opening pages of his book Johnson 
preliminarily specifies rationality as the ability to give and receive reasons, and he 
sticks with this understanding of it: “… rationality can be understood as the 
disposition to, and the action of, using, giving, and−or acting on the basis of reasons” 
(p.161). All of Johnson’s proposed desiderata are closely interconnected. The telos of 
argumentation, rational persuasion, is, as we have seen, to happen by the giving of 
reasons and the handling of objections and criticisms. The rational and the dialectical 
features reinforce each other. Taken together, they point to his third desideratum; 
manifest rationality. Argumentation is bound by the requirement of manifest 
rationality. This means that it is patently and openly rational to all participants, 
whether they be arguers, critics or merely an interested public. The requirement of 
manifest rationality, Johnson says, makes argumentation something more than just an 
exercise in rationality. It is the reason why arguers are obligated to respond to 
objections, regardless of whether they are misguided or not, and not ignore them. As 
Johnson puts it, 
 
It is not just that to do so [i.e. ignore objections] would not be rational or would not be in 
keeping with the spirit of the practice. It is that it would be an obvious violation of it – and it 
would be seen as such. Thus, to put the matter somewhat strangely, it would not only not be 
rational; it would not look rational (p.164, emphasis original). 
 
 With this we have reached the conclusion with which I began my account; 
namely Johnson’s view that his selected characteristics are intimately related. 
Argumentation practice must be dialectical because its telos is rational persuasion, 
and because it is dialectical and rational, it must be manifestly rational. Responses to 
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and criticisms of arguments have the same telos, Johnson argues, and should proceed 
along the same principles as those guiding the arguer:  
 
… argumentation as a practice is characterized by three features: (a) it is teleological; (b) it is 
dialectical; (c) it is manifestly rational. If criticism is to be part of this practice, then it too 
must exhibit the same features (Johnson, 2000, p.222). 
 
 It is not my business in this paper to discuss whether this is an adequate 
portrayal of the enterprise of argumentation. It may be that Johnson understands the 
features as individually necessary and jointly sufficient desiderata for argumentation. 
Feature (a) in and of itself can surely be a characteristic of virtually any domain. 
Feature (b) will also, in and of itself, be widespread; especially if we understand it 
more generally as exchanges involving two or more parties. Feature (c) taken alone 
may apply also to scientific research (after all scientists do argue), but it may also 
apply particularly to argumentation. It is now time to juxtapose this portrayal with the 
concept of practice. 
 
3. MACINTYRE’S PRACTICE AND ARGUMENTATION PRACTICE 
 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s (1996, first published 1981) definition of practice has over the 
years been very attractive to both academics and practitioners, not least in the field of 
education. Part of its power of attraction, one might speculate, lies in its being a 
single, overall, holistic concept. Such definitions may help to keep large, untidy and 
fragmented fields together, and they may prevent less abstract definition attempts 
from highlighting one aspect of a field at the expense of others. Here is MacIntyre’s 
definition of practice: 
 
By a ‘practice’ I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially established 
cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized 
in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and 
partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 
excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically 
extended (MacIntyre 1996, p.187). 
 
 In the context of argumentation, as Johnson points out, the activity in question 
is the activity of constructing and responding to arguments. Moreover, Johnson says, 
“The goods internal to that activity are generally an increase in rationality and 
specifically a deeper understanding, and−or being rationally persuaded, and−or 
coming closer to an acceptable position” (p.155). As indicated in the previous section, 
the standards of excellence definitive of that activity are discussed at length by 
Johnson. Admittedly, this concept of practice appears to fit argumentation very well 
indeed. And to some extent it does. But not quite. 
 By his own admission, MacIntyre defines ‘practice’ in a specific way not quite 
in agreement with ordinary usage (including his own previous use of the word). The 
reason for this is that it serves a particular purpose in his socially teleological account 
of the nature of the virtues. Such an account of virtues is turn attempted because his 
overall diagnosis of the social world is that it is fragmented, that the language of 
morality has fallen into disorder, and that emotivism rules the day. Emotivism is the 
doctrine that all judgments, including all moral judgments “… are nothing but 
expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or feeling, insofar as they are moral 
or evaluative in character” (1996, p.12, emphasis original). MacIntyre thus has a 
moral agenda. He criticizes liberalism and the Enlightenment, and as Christopher 
 4
ARGUMENTATION PRACTICE: THE VERY IDEA 
Higgins (2003) points out, his solution is to return to Aristotle. The concept of 
practice is part of MacIntyre’s proposed solution.   
 So MacIntyre turns to Aristotle in his combat against fragmentation of both the 
social world and the self. The point of departure is the concept of virtue and the idea 
of a good life for man. The concept of virtue, he argues, requires for its application a 
rich background consisting of both social and moral theory; which of course makes 
for a highly complex discussion. The logical development of the concept of a virtue 
takes place in three stages, each with their own conceptual backgrounds. These three 
stages he calls practice, narrative order of a single human life, and (moral) tradition. 
The stages portray the history of the long tradition of which virtue forms the core. 
Practice is the first of these stages. Hence his special way of defining the concept of 
practice. It provides “… the arena in which the virtues are exhibited and in terms of 
which they are to receive their primary, if incomplete, definition…” (MacIntyre 1996, 
p.187).  
 The range of such practices is wide. Falling under the concept are, for 
instance, arts, sciences, games and the making of family life. According to MacIntyre 
painting is a fairly prototypical example of a practice. On the other hand, he 
emphatically denies that teaching is a practice (MacIntyre & Dunne 2002). So the 
question for our investigation here will be whether argumentation is more like 
painting or more like teaching. 
 
3.1 Internal goods 
 
In his explanation of why painting is a practice, MacIntyre focuses on the notion of 
goods. There are two kinds of good one can gain by painting. First there are goods 
externally and arbitrarily attached to any practice by the accidents of social 
circumstance; such as candy, prestige or money. More importantly, however, there are 
goods that are internal to the practice of painting; goods which cannot be had in any 
other way than by painting. Internal goods are unspecifiable apart from the practice in 
question, and they are only identifiable and accessible by participation in the practice. 
Says MacIntyre, “Those who lack the relevant experience are incompetent thereby as 
judges of internal goods” (1996, p.189). There are at least two different kinds of good 
internal to painting. The first also introduces excellence, which is integral to his 
concept of practice. There is the excellence of the product, say a portrait, and the 
excellence in the performance by the painter. This excellence must be understood 
historically, since standards may change and develop over time. The second kind of 
internal good is found precisely in the painters’ endeavors to sustain progress and 
respond creatively to perceived problems; namely the good of a certain kind of life, 
the painter’s living out his or her life as a painter. And again, judgments of such 
internal goods are the privilege of the participants in the practice.  
 The standards of excellence partially definitive of a practice demand 
obedience. Upon entering a practice we accept the authority of those standards. 
Practices have a history and we become initiated into them by submitting our own 
performances to be judged by the best standards realized so far. This feature of 
practices, MacIntyre says, rules out all subjectivist and emotivist judgments of the 
quality of products and performances.     
 And, in passing, what happened to the concept of a virtue? A virtue is defined 
by MacIntyre as “an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which 
tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and the lack 
of which effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods” (p.191).  
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 Thus far I would suggest that the concept of practice agrees well with 
Johnson’s rendering of argumentation. So let us look at teaching. MacIntyre’s 
definition has led a good many teacher educators and philosophers of education to see 
teaching as a practice. Yet MacIntyre himself denies this. Rather, he claims that 
teaching is a set of skills and habits put to the service of a variety of practices 
(MacIntyre & Dunne 2002). Teaching is an inescapable ingredient in every practice, 
but is not itself a practice. His explanation for why this is so is worth quoting in full: 
 
For it is part of my claim that teaching is never more than a means, that it has no point and 
purpose except for the point and purpose of the activities to which it introduces students. All 
teaching is for the sake of something else and so teaching does not have its own goods 
(MacIntyre & Dunne 2002, p.9). 
 
In other words, the goods that the teacher’s job furthers are those of the subject 
he or she teaches. The life of a teacher, MacIntyre claims, is not a specific kind of life 
like that of the painter. The life of a painter is one thing; the life of a teacher of 
painting whose goods are the goods of painting is another. Predictably, this view of 
teaching drew a lot of critical responses (e.g. Dunne 2003, Hogan 2003, Noddings 
2003). These responses share a basic form: they embrace the concept of practice, but 
criticize MacIntyre’s view of teaching for being simplistic and impoverished, and 
argue instead that teaching is a practice with its own internal goods and its own 
integrity. Then there are those who agree with MacIntyre. Kenneth Wain (2003) is 
one of them. It would be tragic, he says, if teaching was a self-serving and self-
regarding profession. Teaching is a means since the good it serves is not intrinsic to 
itself but is the good of learner and community. 
Now what about argumentation? Is it more like painting or like teaching? 
Perhaps a little of both. Johnson himself has pointed out the goods internal to 
argumentation. But it may also share certain features with education, for instance the 
presence in all practices. Teaching is an ingredient in all practices, MacIntyre 
maintains, and the same may be said for argumentation. 
But who are the internal goods for? Higgins’s thorough discussion of the 
concept of internal goods suggests to me that this concept may be more difficult than 
it appears (Higgins 2003). Internal goods mainly belong to the practitioner, he 
suggests, for instance as excellences of character and a meaningful, unitary life. So 
the practice of teaching, Higgins maintains, must be understood in terms of its role in 
the teachers’ quest to flourish.  
 And here we have the main reason why I do not think that argumentation is a 
practice in MacIntyre’s sense. While the notion of internal goods may capture a 
number of important things about an activity, the same notion makes a practice close 
in on itself and become inward-looking. As Wain and Higgins point out, the internal 
goods are for one’s own sake. And this is precisely why MacIntyre insists that 
teaching is not a practice – teaching is for the sake of something else. If 
argumentation is a practice, then arguers argue for the sake of arguing, for the sake of 
perfecting an argument, for the sake of satisfying the standards of excellence. But this 
is not what Johnson envisions for argumentation. For Johnson explicitly states that, 
“The practice does not exist for itself but rather because it yields a product of value to 
human society” (2000, p.209). This is part of Johnson’s idea of the telos of 
argumentation. I conclude that the concept of practice does not accommodate his 
teleology desideratum. 
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3.2 Teleology 
 
Still, things may be a little more complicated, because MacIntyre also speaks of 
teleology. It is not an explicit part of his definition of practice, but it is part of the 
conceptual background for the virtues. Indeed, his account of the virtues is 
teleological, but he calls it a socially teleological account, one that does not require 
Aristotle’s metaphysical biology. 
It might be instructive at this point to take a brief look at Aristotle, who is 
MacIntyre’s main but by no means only source of inspiration. In The Nicomachean 
Ethics (1987) the good is defined as that at which all things aim. But ends are 
different, Aristotle says, some ends are activities and some ends are results beyond 
activities (Book 1, Ch. 1). The highest good is something final, something that is 
sought after for its own sake and not as a means to something else. This final good is 
happiness (Ch. 5). A good is then the telos of the activity, that for the sake of which 
we act. And possession of the virtues, MacIntyre says, is necessary to achieve internal 
goods. 
Does this make MacIntyre’s and Johnson’s teleologies one of a kind? I admit 
that I am not sure. Johnson says that the practice of argumentation does not exist for 
itself, so that its “greater good” lies outside itself, namely in society at large. 
MacIntyre defines a practice as existing for its own sake, but locates practice as part 
of his account of the virtues, and this account is teleological. David Carr (2003) 
accuses MacIntyre of viewing (moral) virtues mainly as means to the pursuit of 
private and public goods. But a true virtue-ethical account, Carr claims, requires no 
personal or social reasons for aspiring to virtue; virtues are ends in themselves and 
their own reward. Furthermore, in his elaboration of a truly internal good, Carr says 
that, 
 
As a teacher, I may recognise a need to be self-controlled and fair, and also that my pupils are 
more likely to become self-controlled and fair by my good example – but as a good teacher, I 
will aspire to become self-controlled and fair for its own sake irrespective of any possible 
benefit to others (2003, p.261, emphasis original). 
 
 No doubt there are several things to be said about David Carr’s views of 
virtues, ends and internal goods. I will make two observations. The first is that I do 
not think that Johnson would find this an adequate description of what he has in mind 
for argumentation practice. This would imply, for example, that a respondent should 
make his criticism of an argument for the criticism’s own sake, irrespective of any 
possible benefit to the arguer (or anybody else). But Johnson defines criticism as 
reasoned evaluation of an argument that is communicated to the arguer, with the 
intention of helping to improve the product. The purpose of criticism is to provide the 
arguer with constructive feedback, not the self-perfection of the respondent. 
 My second observation pertains to MacIntyre. Virtues are dispositions to act 
for the good, he says. Exercise of the virtues is not a means to the end of the good; 
rather exercise of the virtues is a necessary and central part of a good life, not a 
preparatory exercise to secure such a life. That is to say, his views are more subtle and 
sophisticated than Carr’s portrayal would have it. Virtues are acquired in practice, but 
they are also necessary to achieve the internal goods, and the exercise of them is 
necessary to uphold and sustain not only the practice itself but the tradition within 
which the practice takes place.  
    According to Christopher Higgins (2003) we must distinguish between the 
telos of a practice and the literal aims pursued by the practitioners. The telos of a 
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practice is a vision of the fully perfected work. It is in the light of that telos that we 
can evaluate the quality of actual achievements. And it is in striving to achieve this 
telos that the two kinds of goods are achieved: excellence of the product and the good 
of a certain kind of life. For MacIntyre, teleology may be more visible and important 
at the second stage of his development of the concept of virtue; the narrative unity of 
a human life. All lived narratives are teleological in character, he tells us, since they 
always embody some image of the future. And what is good for me? The ways I can 
live out that unity. The good life is spent in seeking for the good life, whether we 
name it happiness or something else, and the virtues are necessary for the seeking. 
  
3.3 Poiesis 
 
Admittedly, it may be hard to keep track of MacIntyre’s treatment of virtues, 
excellences and internal goods. They sometimes seem to blend into each other. 
Moreover, it is not entirely clear at all times just how internal the internal goods are. 
In his treatment of the narrative order of human life, he says that without an 
overriding telos of life as a unity, our conception of certain virtues remains 
incomplete, since the content of a given virtue depends on how we rationally order 
goods in a hierarchy. And then he says, “unless there is a telos which transcends the 
limited goods of practices by constituting the good of a human life conceived as a 
unity, it will both be the case that a certain subversive arbitrariness will invade the 
moral life and that we shall be unable to specify the context of certain virtues 
adequately” (1996, p.203). So there is a goods-transcending telos, but it operates at a 
different level, and I am not sure if it makes a difference for practice and my 
discussion of argumentation practice. 
MacIntyre clearly draws on Aristotle’s distinction between praxis and poiesis, 
set forth in The Nicomachean Ethics (1987). Praxis, as alluded to above, is an activity 
where the end lies in the activity itself, and poiesis is an activity where the end is 
separable and lies outside the activity. For some reason, MacIntyre omits any mention 
of this distinction, despite the fact that his concept of practice is so clearly indebted to 
the Aristotelian praxis. As some of his critics have pointed out, MacIntyre classifies 
as practices what Aristotle would classify as examples of poiesis, e.g. architecture 
(e.g. Noddings 2003). But is architecture done for its own sake? Is not rather the end 
of architecture the buildings that are produced and their subsequent use? Aristotle 
organizes poiesis activities into a hierarchy. Leather is made for the harness-maker, 
who in turn makes bridles for the military, who in turn devises some military strategy, 
the end of which is victory. And the military concerns are the most important ones: 
 
But in all these cases the ends of the architectonic arts or sciences, whatever they may be, are 
more desirable than those of the subordinate arts or sciences, as it is for the sake of the former 
that the latter are themselves sought after (Bk. 1, Ch. 1). 
 
 Could not argumentation conceivably be placed in such a hierarchy? Is the 
“good” in a good argument specifiable by arguer and critic exclusively, completely 
without reference to the possible goods of other practices? Or should the matter or the 
purpose in which the argument is part, also be taken into consideration? For example, 
politicians making a decision? The point is that argumentation serves a number of 
other practices, activities or domains – exactly what Johnson says that is does. But 
this would make it poiesis, not praxis.  
 Let me make a brief detour here and take a quick look at teaching again. 
Aristotle’s distinction and its MacIntyrean version have had a great impact on much 
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educational thinking. Wilfred Carr (1995) is adamant that teaching is praxis, an 
activity to realize some morally worthwhile good; its end only existing in the activity 
itself. Poiesis, Carr claims, is a species of rule-following action; its point is to bring 
some specific product or artifact into existence. Poiesis is guided by techne which is a 
non-reflective know-how, whereas praxis is a form of reflective action which can 
itself transform the theory that guides it (called phronesis, practical wisdom). With 
these descriptions of praxis and poiesis it is no wonder that Carr classifies teaching 
(or rather education) as praxis. But it is by no means evident that Aristotle’s writings 
justify the description of poiesis as non-reflective know-how, and furthermore, the 
distinction itself may not be quite as clear-cut as Carr would have it.  
 David Miller (1994) takes issue with MacIntyre’s neglect of the Aristotelian 
praxis-poiesis distinction, but turns it into a different point. Miller makes a distinction 
within the concept of practice: self-contained practice and purposive practice. Self-
contained practices are those where the whole point of the activity consists in internal 
goods and their achievements, and purposive practices exist to serve some social end 
beyond themselves. There is nothing to prevent a purposive practice from having 
internal goods, from being a coherent and complex form of socially established 
human activity, from having a long history, from being an arena where the virtues 
flourish, from having standards of excellence – and still have some end beyond itself. 
Miller’s own favorite example is medicine. A physician may satisfy all standards of 
excellence and have access to all internal goods of the medical profession, but it will 
not amount to very much if his patients do not get well. We do not praise a surgeon, 
Miller observes, whatever remarkable skills he possesses or whatever efficient 
procedures he introduces, if the death rate from his operations is much higher than 
average.  
 MacIntyre writes as if all practices are self-contained rather than purposive. 
This, as Richard Smith (2003) points out, has the effect that his concept of practice 
does not do justice whatever element of purposiveness might be found in the activity 
in question. This in turn, Smith says, leads to an even more serious problem: “Without 
the element of purposiveness it is difficult to see what prevents a practice from falling 
into self-indulgence and self-absorption, from coming to resemble in this respect and 
endlessly sophisticated tea-ritual” (p.315). Whereas Wilfred Carr makes phronesis the 
only acceptable form of knowledge for teachers and educators, Smith speculates that 
self-absorption and descent into virtuosity (meaning excessive attention to one’s own 
skills and knowledge) are constant risks for activities that are guided precisely by 
phronesis. And this is evidently not what Johnson wants for the practice of 
argumentation. Miller’s concept of a purposive practice seems to be far more suitable 
and fruitful for Johnson’s purposes. 
 A categorization of argumentation practice as a purposive practice would 
avoid the dangers of self-indulgence and self-perfection and yet allow us to keep a 
notion of internal goods. I see no reason why the idea of internal goods should be 
rejected even if we give up argumentation as a MacIntyrean ‘practice’. Johnson, I 
believe, would agree to this; he has after all exemplified what he thinks the internal 
goods of argumentation are or can be. In self-contained practices, internal and 
external goods are easily kept apart since an internal good is only specifiable in terms 
of the practice itself and an external good, such as fame or money, is independent. For 
purposive practices, however, things are more complicated. External goods are still 
independent, but, as Miller maintains, internal goods are no longer specifiable 
exclusively in terms of the practice, but also in terms of the larger social purpose that 
the practice serves. As we have seen, MacIntyre holds that internal goods are 
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accessible only by participation and that only participants are competent judges of 
excellences, performances and internal goods. In a purposive practice such 
exclusiveness cannot be upheld. A critical review or evaluation of the practice in 
question can of course be conducted by its “insiders” from within the practice, but 
also, Miller says, by others in the light of the practice’s larger cultural or societal 
purpose and function. It is clear to me that this is a concept of practice that fits 
Johnson’s desideratum of teleology much better than does MacIntyre’s concept. 
Johnson explicitly states that argumentation exists not for itself, but because of its 
cultural importance and the value of its products for society.    
 Finally, Miller argues that the slightly more “external” character of the internal 
goods necessitates a re-thinking of the virtues. They can, he says, no longer be viewed 
as self-sufficient. Virtues relevant to purposive practices also take on a more 
“external” character since they at least in part will be dependent on the needs and 
purposes of a larger society. 
 
4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
So far my discussion has concentrated exclusively upon one of Ralph Johnson’s 
proposed desiderata for argumentation, namely teleology. What of the other two; 
dialectics and manifest rationality? No doubt they could merit discussion in 
themselves, but for my purposes here it has seemed more fruitful to focus on 
teleology, for the simple reason that I think it is that particular desideratum which 
makes MacIntyre’s concept of practice unsuitable as a concept of argumentation 
practice, at least in Johnson’s description of it.  
MacIntyre says nothing about manifest rationality. But he writes much about 
rationality; for example in his discussion of the notion of an educated public, where 
the members share standards of argument and are thereby able to engage in productive 
rational debate. I see no reason why his concept of practice should not be able to 
accommodate manifest rationality. It may even be construed as a virtue? After all, he 
says that the virtues justice, courage and honesty have to be accepted as necessary 
components of any practice; every practice requires a certain kind of relationship 
between the participants. This, we might surmise, would hold also for a purposive 
practice.  
MacIntyre’s emphasis on the relationship between participants makes me think 
that also dialectics can be accommodated by his concept of practice. For Johnson, 
dialectics is a dynamic component of argumentation; it entails an exchange between 
arguer and critic. That is, there are two different roles involved. MacIntyre, to the best 
of my knowledge, does not address the issue of participants in a practice occupying 
different roles. Indeed, a painter may conceivably operate on his own, alone in his 
own studio; albeit not in complete isolation from other painters. A chess player (chess 
is another of MacIntyre’s favorite examples of practice) does not operate on his own, 
but the relationship between two chess players is not parallel to that between an 
arguer and a critic. However that may be, he does speak about the relationship 
between practitioners and I do not see why dialectics cannot be accommodated. 
But all in all Johnson’s argumentation practice is purposive, whereas 
MacIntyre’s practice is self-contained and inward-looking. My overall conclusion is 
that whereas ‘practice’, in all its complexity, may capture much of Johnson’s 
conception of argumentation practice, it does not accommodate all three desiderata. 
But this is not a problem for argumentation practice; I rather would suggest that the 
problem is MacIntyre’s concept of practice. Argumentation should not aspire to be a 
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practice in the MacIntyrean sense of the word. If a conception is needed, I would 
suggest that Miller’s concept of a purposive practice is better suited than the 
Aristotelian concept of poiesis. Purposive practice, as I understand it, encompasses all 
that a ‘practice’ encompasses, plus the idea of a social end beyond itself. Poiesis is 
bound by its opposition to praxis and has too much of an either/or character to be 
useful.   
Does anything hang on argumentation being a ‘practice’ or a ‘purposive 
practice’? It has mattered much to some educationalists to classify teaching as a 
MacIntyrean practice. And what the concept may give, I suggest, when stripped of its 
tendency to self-indulgence, is a complex notion that can do two related things for us. 
It can serve as a reminder of the complexity and plurality of the activity; and it can 
serve as a vaccination against narrow focuses on parts of the activity which may 
easily be taken for the whole enterprise. 
 
link to commentary
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